The Aftermath of Rev. King\u27s Dream: Boston Busing Revisited by KAWASHIMA  Masaki
The Aftermath of Rev. King's Dream: Boston
Busing Revisited
著者 KAWASHIMA  Masaki
journal or
publication title
Crossing Cultural Borders: Toward an Ethics of






The Aftermath of Rev. King's Dream: Boston Busing 
                         KAWASHIMA Masaki 
                      Nanzan University, Japan
Revisited
Introduction: Unfulfilled Dream 
     Thirty-six years have passed since Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. appealed on 
August 28, 1963, for devotion to the cause of racial equality in his famous speech 
entitled "I Have a Dream." In the following two years, with the enactment of two 
powerful federal laws, the United States of America finally fulfilled the most basic rule 
of a modern nation-state, namely, equality under the law for all citizens, almost two 
centuries after its "Declaration of Independence" and just one century after the 
"Emancipation Proclamation" that led to the abolition of slavery after the Civil War. 
The victory of the northern Union over the southern states not only ended slavery by 
amending the Constitution without granting any compensation to slave owners, who 
considered the slaves their "private property," but also appended two other amendments 
to the Constitution, the one giving the freedmen citizenship, the other particularly 
aimed at authorizing them to vote. 
     At the turn of the last century, although never mentioned explicitly, the U.S. 
federal government justified "legal" racial segregation in the southern part of the nation 
by the logic of "local control" or "state sovereignty," that is, majority-rule by the local 
population, which was thought to be a basic rule of American democracy. It was not 
until the age of the Cold War, when the federal government felt it necessary to cope 
with the "American Dilemma" in order to pursue the policy of "Pax Americana," that 
those in government began to reconsider the civil rights of African Americans as a 
national issue. But as things turned out, the federal government was unable to impose 
racial equality on the South even though a corps d'elite of the national army was sent. 
It was left to the Civil Rights movement, a series of grass-root movements, to establish 
justice over the ingenious casuistry of proponents of "democracy." Dr. King's 
impressive speech was delivered at a time when national sentiment supported repeal of 
the basis of de jure discrimination in the South. 
     After its success in the first phase, the Civil Rights Movement went on to the 
second stage to demand that equality be realized in fact, which meant fighting against 
the de facto discrimination that had long infected the North as well. After that, national 
enthusiasm quickly began to be supplanted by hesitation, as the issue of racial equality
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became a problem closer to home, rather than one of some far-distant place. Whites 
living in the northern big cities, the majority of whom were working-class, were 
especially concerned about the busing' ordered by the federal courts. Busing was said 
to be a "forced justice" against the will of the majority of local people. From 1974 the 
national media focused on Boston, the "cradle of liberty" and also highly reputed as the 
home of the liberal Kennedy family. In retrospect, Boston school busing was one of the 
watersheds in the history of racial justice in the U.S. 
     The Los Angeles riot in 1992, the O. J. Simpson case, the best-seller Bell Curve 
(a book on the "racial difference in IQ"), and so on, show that "race" is still a hard-case 
"social construction" with a set of solid de facto hierarchical social institutions. A 
recent issue of Time magazine (April 29, 1996) featured the new trend that it calls 
"Back to Segregation." But the real noteworthy change was not so much this dismal 
trend itself as the public indifference to this once hotly disputed issue of school 
integration.
     The main aim of this paper is to tackle the sticky problem of the relationship 
between justice and democracy how to reconcile historically deprived minorities' 
rights with majority consent on the local level - by focusing on the bitter dispute over 
busing in Boston that began in the mid 1970s.2
1. The Road to Boston Busing: A Brief History 
1-1. "Race" and "Ethnicity" in Boston's History 
     Before going directly to the issue of busing in Boston, let me talk about the 
prehistory of Boston briefly in order to show how its rapid economic development was 
not due only to immigrants' self-help efforts. In the summer of 1994 I had an 
opportunity to pay a short visit to the Massachusetts Historical Society and take a look 
at the series of pictures painted at somewhat regular intervals to show how rapidly the 
port of Boston developed. The extraordinarily rapid growth of Boston could not have 
happened without slavery. One might expect that Boston, located in New England in a 
far northern part of the U.S., would have nothing to do with slavery, let alone depend on 
it economically. Now, even though slavery did not spread widely in New England, 
what I want to point out is the relationship between the economic development of that 
region and slavery in other British and European colonies, especially in the Caribbean 
colonies, which needed foodstuffs and other daily necessities because of their heavy 
dependence on sugarcane monoculture. Two-thirds of New England's exports in 1768-
72, the eve of their independence, went to the West Indies.3 In a sense, it can be said
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that slavery enabled not only New England but also the thirteen original colonies as a 
whole to develop into an economically sustainable society that formed the basis of what 
would become the most hegemonic power in the world.4 
     According to a distinguished local newsperson who was once very closely 
covering the daily duties of Kevin White, the Mayor of Boston at that time, the conflict 
over busing that began in the 1970s was a sort of inevitable outcome of the history of 
ethnic/racial/class conflicts over the control of the public school system in Boston, one 
of the oldest in the world. Wealthy Yankees once abhorred having their children 
educated with poor Yankee children. Working-class Yankees did not want integrated 
education in an age of massive immigration, first from Ireland then from southern and 
eastern Europe. Boston "Wasps" were the most alarmed at the rapid increase in the 
Irish population. The vote of African Americans, however small their numbers might 
be (it was about 400), were mobilized in opposition. The Irish, on the other hand, tried 
to distance themselves from the African Americans. The Irish finally succeeded in 
establishing control over not only the public school system but also municipal politics 
as a whole by the early 20th century. As in other big cities, control over the public 
school system meant a kind of patronage system, which afforded them a lot of related 
jobs as well as teaching jobs.5 
     Public schools in Boston had been racially separated in a manner that reflected 
racially segregated residential areas, even though racially integrated education was 
legally established in as early as 1855 in a law passed by the State of Massachusetts. 
Segregation obviously related to discrimination. More education was not a reliable tool 
with which African Americans could hope to secure economic advancement for their 
children. It is said that African Americans in Boston in 1900 were to fare far worse in 
later occupational competition than European immigrants even though the former were 
receiving substantially more education than the latter.6 Additionally, as was pointed out 
by a Harvard graduate who worked at a segregated elementary school in the mid 1960s 
as a substitute teacher for a "compensatory program" intended to preserve the racial 
status quo, de facto segregation of the public schools considerably damaged the mental 
development of African American pupils.?
1-2. Busing as the Last Resort for African American Parents 
     From the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement and before, African 
American parents had demanded "integration" not so much because they wanted their 
children seated side by side with white children, but because they had realized, after 
long years of experience, that they could not hope for any improvement in their
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children's education without the inevitability of having white children seated beside 
their children at school. A white liberal, an aide for the mayor at that time, called this 
strategy a "hostage theory."8 The Racial Imbalance Act, passed by the State of 
Massachusetts in 1965, was the outcome of African Americans' efforts, with the 
support of white liberals living in the suburbs, to improve racial imbalance in schools, 
especially in Boston. 
      This state law, however, met strong resistance from the Boston School 
Committee, and its enforcement became impossible. Even after the State Board of 
Education decided to cut financial support for the Boston public schools, the Boston 
School Committee resisted legally through a series of lawsuits in the state court. 
Meanwhile, the original enthusiasm for racially balanced schools steadily declined in 
the African American community. Indeed, some of the main activists were sympathetic 
toward the demand for "community control," rather than integrated education, in order 
to secure realistic improvement in the schools of their neighborhoods.9 
     An African American professor explained why the African American leadership 
in Boston decided to resort to the lawsuit that would inevitably lead to busing, despite 
the declining enthusiasm in the African American community for integrated education. 
His answer was very understandable to me. The reason African Americans in Boston 
had abandoned typical Civil Rights demonstrations and/or other political means was 
their frustration at their inability to change the status quo.10 They filed Morgan v. 
Hennigan in the Federal District court on March 15, 1972.
2. Busing and Declining National Commitment 
2-1. Effects and Limitations of the Court Order
     Arthur W. Garrity, a federal district court judge, declared on June 21, 1974, that 
the Boston School Committee was guilty of deliberate segregation of African American 
students. Just as the African American leadership in Boston had anticipated, mandatory 
integration of the public schools finally made the whole community of Boston take note 
of how badly the schools in so-called "black districts" had deteriorated. It is true that 
some of the parents had moved out of the city and that some had enrolled their children 
in private schools or kept them at home. But the majority of the parents had complied 
with the court order, according to a booklet published by the Citywide Parents 
Advisory Council, an organization formed by court order. Prior to the beginning of the 
new school year in September, 1974, the open school idea was tried out in all Boston 
public schools. Parents filled with fear and apprehension visited schools to which their 
children were assigned. In many cases they were angered to find the school facilities in
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such poor conditions. They met school principals, district superintendents, and school 
department personnel to discuss how to make improvements, and this resulted in a 
considerable degree of success. As for the reasons, the booklet says that parents did not 
get involved because they favored the court order. "They became involved initially out 
of fear for their children's safety and education: Soon, however, as parents became more 
and more involved in their children's schools, that fear changed to anger and then to 
action." Finally, their anger was sublimated into a desire to make the Boston School 
System "the standard of excellence in education-through strong parent 
participation."11 Indeed, white student enrollment reduction in 1974-75, the first school 
year in which the court order was implemented, was 3,550, considerably smaller than 
the reduction in the previous year of 8,636.12 It can be said, therefore, that the court 
order was not such a decisive failure as had been popularly believed. 
     The mood of dedicated parents in Boston, however, was not to be backed up 
nationally. The national media, which had played a decisive role in forming strong 
public opinion supporting the abolition of de jure segregation in the South, tended to 
focus on violent reactions against busing in a few cases such as that of South Boston 
High School, a school in a district notorious for "stubborn" ethnic pride and exclusivity. 
Thus, busing became an issue of politics rather than education. One of the first things 
President Gerald Ford did, after he succeeded Nixon, was to voice his respectful 
disagreement with the judge's order. Congress had already begun to support anti-
busing interest groups whose ideological basis echoed the same kind of slogans as 
those by the Civil Rights demonstrators, namely, denunciation of having "been 
deprived" of their basic constitutional rights through "forced" busing. 
     A district judge had shouldered the heavy burden of implementing the 
integration of the public schools in Boston, because federal district court judges had 
been assigned supreme power and authority to implement all orders regarding school 
integration in the Brown II decision of the federal Supreme Court in 1955, following 
the historic first decision. He could not hope for any meaningful assistance from the 
federal government. Further, Judge Garrity's boss soon severely restricted him. The 
Supreme Court reversed the jurisprudence it had maintained since the Brown decision 
of 1954. Only a month after Judge Garrity's ruling in Boston, the federal Supreme 
Court overruled, by a slim margin of 5 to 4, the lower courts' decrees to enforce busing 
beyond the city borders of Detroit, where busing within the city had become almost 
meaningless because of rapid racial demographic change in the central city core. 
Along with the general trend toward further suburbanization, this decision accelerated 
the massive "flight" of white students from Boston's public schools.
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2-2. Suburbs as the New Wall against Further Justice 
     During 1975-76, in the second year after implementation when a more 
comprehensive busing plan known as "Phase II" was carried out, student enrollment 
decreased dramatically: 6,846 white students and 1,829 African American students 
dropped out of the Boston public school system.13 As was the case in other northern 
urban areas, African American residents in the Boston metropolitan area were heavily 
concentrated in the central city core, while each municipality in the metropolitan area 
had its own school district. This meant that one could escape busing only if one were 
wealthy enough to move to the suburbs. Integration quickly became a matter between 
African Americans and the white "ethnic" working class left behind inside the city 
limits. The latter would complain that they were the only ones being forced to shoulder 
the task of compensation for past national guilt, even though it was not their ancestors 
who had prospered from the oppression and exploitation of African Americans. As was 
the case in other metropolitan areas, not only in the North but also in the South, 
metropolitan-wide solutions were needed. 
     It may seem strange that the African American leadership was unenthusiastic 
about metropolitan remedies. Fortunately, I had opportunities to interview some of the 
former core leaders directly.14 The reasons they gave me were that, first of all, legally 
speaking, it was too difficult and risky for them to resort to metropolitan solutions 
through litigation. Additionally, they risked losing the support they had gained from 
suburban liberals. They feared that metropolitan solutions, which the ardent anti-
busing leaders proposed, might reduce their control over already established 
metropolitan-wide voluntary programs, such as using state subsidies to aid in the one-
way busing program of urban African American students to suburban schools. And 
again, there had been an obvious change in mood of the African American community. 
They had come to say that desegregation was just enough, and that integration beyond 
that seemed beyond their reach.15 They might also have feared, I suspect, that 
metropolitanization of "inner-city" problems would result in the reduction of their 
political power. The percentage of their population in Boston had been increasing 
rapidly, from 9.8% in 1960, to 16.3% in 1970, and to 22.4% in 1980, while that on the 
metropolitan level remained very low. 16 
     Central cities were forced to give up resources as suburbanization proceeded 
and the disparity between the city cores and the suburbs deepened after the 1970s. The 
age of "de-industrialization" and globalization of the economy has strengthened this 
trend. Because of their long, exhausting struggle for control over the city's resources, 
however limited they might be, the have-nots within the city borders have not found it
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easy to find common ground beyond their group interests, so that they could demand 
more justice in the national political arena. Meanwhile, reactionary populist politicians 
managed to stir up a fairly strong level of racism.
2-3.The Final Blow and the Persistent Significance of "Race" 
     The final blow to committed parents on both sides of the issue was the birth of 
the Reagan administration and the full-blown return to conservatism (namely, the 
strong trend toward "smaller government"). The first year of the Reagan era coincided 
with a massive closing of schools in Boston. In 1980-81, as many as 23 schools were 
closed. The second largest drop in student enrollments, 4,965, which included not only 
3,268 white students but also 1,670 African American students, occurred in that year. 
This was accompanied by teacher layoffs. Since Judge Garrity's orders had included an 
affirmative action policy for the employment of teachers, the struggle which ensued as 
to how many teachers would need to be laid off, and who, did considerable damage to 
teacher morale, even though they had supported the judge's initial ruling that the Boston 
School Committee had been guilty of deliberate segregation. 17 
     In the meantime, and in the wake of the rapid fall in the proportion of white 
students in Boston public schools (to less than 30% in the 1980s), the judge himself 
began to have second thoughts. He finally felt determined to adopt a "controlled choice 
method" that allowed parents to exercise a certain degree of preference in choosing 
their children's schools. Dr. Michael Alves, the inventor of this method, told me that 
Judge Garrity should have adopted such a measure much earlier. But as he himself 
admitted, only after he saw the turmoil caused by busing in Boston did he think of such 
a compromise remedy. 18 
     Even after the introduction of a program where choice is permitted however, 
"race
," not the educational performance of a given school, still remains the basis upon 
which white parents choose schools for their children. For instance, the highest 
"overchosen" school in 1996 was one of the lowest schools in the School 
Superintendent's rankings. On the other hand, Ralph Emerson Elementary School, 
located in Roxbury, a "black district," with a white student ratio of only 2.8%, was 
honored with a School Improvement Award in the same year.19 Another factor in the 
choices, as the Superintendent himself admits, is that the choices themselves are 
limited. The burden expected to be shouldered by Boston seems to have been too 
heavy for a single local government to cope with alone.20
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Conclusion: "Race" and the Unchanging American Belief System 
     Instead of concluding this cheerless story of school busing in Boston with a few 
valuable lessons, if any, I would like to draw attention to a report published by the 
United Nations in 1993. According to a ranking of the quality of life among the world's 
nations, the U.S. ranks sixth, with Japan placing first (it was just before the collapse of 
the Japanese economy). But with "white, black and hispanic populations separated, 
whites rank number 1 in the world (ahead of Japan), blacks rank number 31 (next to 
Trinidad and Tobago) and Hispanics rank number 35 (next to Estonia). '121 According to 
an estimate I read, the numbers of eligible voters in the suburbs of the major cities were 
the majority in the most recent presidential election. The U.S. as a nation-state has 
been divided into two separate and unequal societies: mainly white suburbs, and the 
segmented African American and other minorities' 'inner cities.'22 On the other hand, 
as far as I have been able to observe with my own eyes, the gap in the economic 
situation of the so-called 'underclass' in the 'inner cities' has widened. Just a few blocks 
away from ghetto areas, elegant mansions owned by upper class African Americans 
stand side by side. These latter are so busy defending affirmative action that they 
cannot afford to engage in nation-wide political activism for the 'underclass' (at least I 
would like to believe so). 
     It seems that U.S. society as a whole has lost its once enthusiastic confidence in 
the effectiveness of social engineering as a means to forge an integrated nation ever 
since the collapse of the Great Society programs in the late 1960s. The recent final 
"victory" over the Soviet Union led to more emphasis on the responsibility of 
individuals, rather than that of society as a whole. 
     In the meantime, the African American national leadership has also shifted its 
educational goals from "integration," which mainly meant racial balance, to the 
"quality" of its contents. They seem to have conceded that their original purpose was 
not so much integration per se, as desegregation to get rid of racial stigma and advance 
the academic performance of their children. As the industrial structure has shifted from 
manufacturing to the service and information sectors, and the economy has become 
more globalized with resultant intensification of the polarization of jobs and income, 
parents pay more attention to higher education than before. 
     These structural changes have been accompanied by greater diversity. The 
percentage of Latino, Asian, Caribbean, and African students has increased, especially 
in the black districts of Boston. Now it is the turn of the African American leadership 
to deal with a new reality. To admit that the quality they demand should include 
diversity means not only a politically correct choice, but also a realistic way to provide
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their children with means for economic advancement in an age of globalization. This 
may also afford society at large the opportunity to reconsider its value system, however 
universalistic it may already seem. Democracy cannot live up to its name as long as 
these kinds of tasks remain a burden on the shoulders of local people alone.
Postscript
     In the discussion, I was asked by Professor Kenneth Richard about a Japanese 
researcher's feeling when he/she crosses over from her/his own culture into another, 
especially in the case of research on race relations. Did I feel uncomfortable or 
comfortable? 
     First, instead of answering his question, I would like to reveal some of the 
experiences I had in the process of interviewing both pro- and anti-busing ex-activists, 
and others, who at that time had been scholars, politicians, and ordinary parents and 
students, and so on. Almost without exception, before I could begin my interview, I 
was first asked why I became interested in the Boston busing issue and Civil Rights 
history in the U.S. in general, for which nobody seems to have been capable of finding 
any solution. More often than not, without waiting for my response, the person would 
go on to say: "You have discrimination in Japan, don't you?" Before long I made it a 
rule to send them a letter in advance, in which I enclosed a handout to explain briefly 
my own personal history since my first encounter with Civil Rights history by way of 
the "I Have a Dream" speech by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. that I studied in an English 
class in my high school days. In addition, before starting an interview, I tried to make 
my intention understood by saying that what I wanted to know was not which side was 
more righteous, but answers on how to settle more fundamental common issues such as 
the relationship between democracy and justice, and especially how to reconcile 
historically a deprived minority's rights with majority consent. 
     Secondly, let me mention something about the role of an outsider who maintains 
cross-cultural viewpoints. In the U.S., it seems to me, to talk openly about race matters 
has become a sure way to make enemies quickly. It cannot be denied that there is a 
tendency for African American historians to concentrate their research on the tradition 
of resistance in their own community, and for white researchers to focus on such 
themes as white reactions to school desegregation. They seem to have divided the 
work. But the final job of assembly seems yet to be done. As an outsider and an 
historian, I tried to be as objective and neutral as possible, but at the same time, I was 
determined to make the best use of my 'middle-person' position. I made every effort to 
go wherever I could gain access, not only to long neglected key historical documents,
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but also to important eyewitness testimony, regardless of the position taken, and this has 
inevitably led me to a very critical position. One of my close friends at Boston 
College, with which I was affiliated during my on-the-spot-research in Boston, warned 
me that the more I knew about the truth the more likely I might be criticized by both 
sides. His warning has turned out to be true. I have to confess that I sometimes feel 
hesitant to confront the historical facts I have come to know. 
     Thirdly, what has interested me most is the fact that race as a social 
construction, with a solid de facto socio-economic hierarchy, has never been done away 
with in the U.S., although almost everyone has come to admit racism is wrong. Thus, 
my research on the Boston school busing dispute has led me to probe into the basic 
American value system itself, a system that has not only provided minority groups with 
effective means to fight against discrimination, but has also justified the majority's lack 
of public commitment to the cause of racial equality beyond political rights, e.g., the 
right to vote. In any event, it seems to me that outsiders more easily become conscious 
of the limitations imposed on every side of a dispute that otherwise has a common 
national cultural framework. 
     Fourthly, my research results lead me to believe that such themes as 
discrimination against "Buraku-min" and Korean residents, new-left movements such as 
the Sekigun-ha (Red Army), the emperor system, and so forth, in Japan, may need 
outsiders with cross-cultural mind-sets to make our discussions more meaningful. Each 
society has its share of taboos. The historical facts 'outsider' historians reveal are often 
uncomfortable to most Japanese people. Thus, these outsiders, as in my case, may be 
harshly criticized by every side. So be it. I firmly believe reciprocity is an 
indispensable ethical basis for historians, especially in the field of the contemporary 
history of diplomacy, politics, and social movements.
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